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Listening to New York City’s Early Childhood
Educators: Towards a More Equitable PostPandemic ECE System
Mark Nagasawa
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“Nadie nos han preguntado…”

ABOUT THE STRAUS
CENTER:
The Straus Center for Young
Children & Families was
established in 2015 to conduct
and promote practice-oriented,
policy-relevant, and equity
committed research, with a
particular concern for inequities
and traumas produced by the
interaction of racism, classism,
sexisms, and ableism. For
more information, click here.

This quote, “Nobody has asked us,” comes from a participant in
the Listening to Teachers Study, a multi-phase, mixed-method
study using a combination of surveys, interviews, and ongoing
consultation with the field to address two broad questions:
1) How have New York’s early childhood
professionals been faring throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic? and 2) What
lessons can be learned from their
experiences to inform post-pandemic
decision making?

Straus Center for Young Children & Families @bankstreetedu

Her* full statement bears quoting at length
because it gets at this study’s intents:
“Como personal que colaboramos con las
familias sabemos que hay muchas
necessidades muchas perdidas, pero nadie
nos han preguntado como empleados que
necesitamos o en que nos pueden ayudar.
Tenemos un sueldo semanal pero
considero que podria haber un incremento
del mismo por todo el trabajo que hacemos
de lo contrario me veré obligada a buscar
otros trabajo.”
Image: Bank Street College of Education

“As staff who work closely with families, we know that there are many needs, many lost, but
nobody has asked us what we need or what they can help us with. We have a weekly salary,
but there should be an increase for all of the work we do, otherwise I will be forced to look for
other work.”
Embedded in her account are inter-related equity issues: (1) the ECE workforce is
overwhelmingly made up of those who identify as women; (2) is the most racially and
ethnically plural education sector; and (3)
contains within it broad social class
disparities, with some educated and paid at
levels comparable with other teachers,
while most are paid wages that advocates
have noted are on par with parking lot
attendants. [1] All of these issues have
been compounded by the pandemic's added
demands.
This first in a series of reports is framed by
consideration of the United States’ deeply
structured sexism, classism, racism and
ableism. The pictures that are emerging
from these data are nuanced, reflecting
both struggles and strengths amidst this
global tragedy - ones that must be
attended to and valued.

Image: Bank Street College of Education

*Where participants' gender identities are known, their preferred pronouns are used.
[1] Austin et al., 2019; McLean et al., 2021; Thomason et al., 2018; Full records for all citations are in the appendices.
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Background

In 2020, 58% of
directors said they
were fully paying
staff.

This study was initiated in March 2020
and is a project of the New York City
Early Childhood Research Network
(Research Network), a research-practice
partnership made up of area researchers,
philanthropy, and policy partners from the
New York City (NYC) Departments of
Education and Health & Mental Hygiene.
Research-practice partnerships seek
educational and social change through
long-term collaborations between
educators, policy practitioners, and
researchers, with the idea that one of the
longstanding issues in spanning
research-policy-practice divides is the
absence of ongoing, committed dialogue
and debate among constituents.

Standing and emergency public
funding appeared to be making
a difference.

91% SAID THEIR
EMOTIONAL WELLBEING WAS IMPACTED
38% said their emotional wellbeing was affected a lot or
greatly.

WORK-LIFE
IMBALANCE
Those teaching remotely were
significantly more likely to rate
their emotional well-being
lower:
“…I think those in positions
of power need to start
acknowledging the INSANE
amount of energy and work
we have put into our
students, their learning, and
their families in addition to
our own.... My position is
now 24 hours a day."

Highlights from Last Year
In April 2020 we worked with
policy partners to develop a
survey of early childhood
educators from across New York
State. It was launched in May
(n=3,355). While what they told us
cannot be generalized to all of
New York’s early childhood
educators because the
participants were from a selfselected sample, at a very specific
moment in time, what they had to
say was instructive. [2]

MENTAL HEALTH
SUPPORT WAS THE #1
IDENTIFIED NEED BUT
THE LEAST USED
APPROACH TO COPING
210 said they were getting help
from professionals. Considerably
higher numbers were seeking
help from friends and family
(n=1478) and practicing self care
(n=1115). However, the
pandemic's scale highlights the
need for systemic, rather than ad
hoc, mental health approaches.

[2] Nagasawa & Tarrant, 2021a, b; 2020a
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Into the pandemic's
second year
What we heard informed the planning of
subsequent data generation, a recursive
process of engaging with ECE policy makers
and practitioners to understand their questions;
incorporating these into data collection and
analyses; and sharing these summaries as
reflective, co-interpretive discussion prompts
(fig. 1). This approach rests upon an
assumption that research gets used when it
is shared as a part of mutual, cointerpretive learning, rather than the more
typical unidirectional ways that researchers
communicate their findings. [3]

fig. 1. A Dialogic Approach

These dialogues will, in turn, inform in-depth
interviews with teachers who identify as Black,
Indigenous, and Other People of Color
(BIPOC), a focus that acknowledges both how
the pandemic’s disproportionate effects on
BIPOC people highlighted deeply structured
racial and class inequities and the historical
over-sampling of white teachers in educational
research. [4]
This report focuses on preliminary, descriptive
findings from a survey of NYC’s early childhood
teachers conducted during the first three weeks
of June 2021 (n=633). Subsequent reports and
briefs will address the experiences of specific
subgroups and issues identified through the
consultation process.

[3] Canto-Farachala & Larrea, 2020; [4] Jones, 2021; Souto-Manning & Cheruvu, 2016
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Preliminary
Highlights from
June 2021

Mental health and emotional
support continued to be the
most frequently identified need
(n=317) and least used
approach to coping (n=98).

With the important caveat that the intent
from this year’s survey was to obtain as
many responses as possible within time
and other resource constraints, the
results in this report are also from a
self-selected sample at a specific
moment in time and cannot be
generalized to all of NYC’s early
childhood educators, let alone to others
across New York State or in other parts
of the country.

Social support was the most
selected form of coping (n=374).
69% agreed or strongly agreed
that they felt supported by their
co-workers; 59% by their
supervisors. 38% said they felt
supported by “the system.”

Despite limitations, these data retain
usefulness by raising issues for
reflection and discussion,
particularly when keeping in mind
the people these statistics represent
and when triangulated with both the
planned interviews and similar studies’
findings.

In June, 61% reported not
feeling burned out; however, this
still left 244 respondents at
potential risk of burn out.

This sample’s demographics
suggest the importance of taking
into account nuances and
intersections when designing
programs and policies for the
workforce.

Only 23% said that, looking back,
they were thriving last year, while
59% identified as thriving and
80% saw themselves as thriving
five years from now.

(5)

Methodological Notes
In keeping with the Research Network’s general approach, policy partners and other ECE
stakeholders were consulted about their burning questions in order to revise the survey
used last year. Given what the prior year’s data suggested about the demands early
educators have been under, this was an opportunity to consider further questions of stress,
strain, and resilience. Therefore, in addition to the pre-existing items about stressors and
approaches to coping, questions were added regarding workplace support, which has been
associated with job satisfaction, burnout, and experiences of well-being during the
pandemic. [5] It was also an opportunity to refine the survey’s demographic section in order
to get a more fine grained picture of who participants were.
New York State’s Aspire Registry was used to identify ECE professionals who work in NYC
(N=23,020). The revised survey's launch was delayed because partners informed us that
there were other surveys being circulated during the planned time window. Spanish and
English versions were distributed on June 14 and remained open, with three emailed
prompts, until July 2. In an attempt to engage home based child care professionals, we
consulted with several community-based organizations who agreed to encourage
participation.
The overall response rate was 3.6% (n=833). While low response rates are endemic to
emailed surveys, we also suspect that the amount of surveying that has been happening
over the past year may have also affected participation. [6] The sample was further
reduced (fig. 2) because of: (1) not consenting (n=15); (2) not working in NYC (n=20); or (3)
stopping the survey before completing it (16%; n=135). The remainder (n=663) completed
the survey but may not have answered every item, again highlighting issues of selection
and response biases (i.e., how these data are affected by who chose to respond and which
items they chose to answer or skip).

fig. 2. Final Sample

[5] Collie, 2021; Rohland et al., 2004; [6] Fricker, 2012; Tanne, 2018; At last count the Urban Institute (2021) has complied 297
reports based upon surveys of early childhood educators conducted during the pandemic.
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Who responded to the survey?
Demographics are commonly thought of in terms of a sample’s representativeness of a
population and as variables for analysis. However, because the study's overall intent is to
use data to prompt reflection and discussion, considering who responded to this
survey extends these purposes by raising an important question about who is being
referred to when reference is made to THE workforce. The answer depends. For
example, last year we asked for limited demographic information: geographic location, job
role (e.g., program leader, assistant teacher, etc.), program type (e.g., child care, Head Start,
etc.), and funding source(s) (e.g., child care subsidy, PreK for All, etc.).
It seemed important to add racial and ethnic identities to this year’s survey, given the
pandemic’s clearly unequal effects on people of color, which some have termed a “dual
pandemic.” [7] This has been starkly shown in recent analyses, such as disparate
neighborhood effects in NYC and 2020’s excess deaths across the U.S., with marked
increases for all BIPOC Americans (Black, 31%, Indigenous, 22%, Latinx, 44%, and Asian
American, 35%) vs. white Americans (9%). [8] Because identity is intersectional, other core
identities were added: felt gender, sexuality, dis/ability, social class, professional experience,
and parenthood. When similar data were available from the Aspire Registry they were
included for comparison (Appendix Table 1). Additional sample characteristics are shown on
page 8.
fig. 3. Distribution by NYC Borough
Participants represented all five
of NYC’s Boroughs, although
there was markedly
disproportionate participation
from Manhattan (high) and from
Queens (low). Comparisons with
the Aspire Registry can be found
in Appendix Table 2 (Borough)
and Table 3 (Borough: Race/
Ethnicity).

[7] Jones 2021; [8] Flagg et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2021

(7)

71%
This was largely an experienced
group with most having over four
years in the profession.

62% identified as Black, Indigenous, or Other
People of Color.

It was also a highly educated group, with 68% having a bachelor, master, or doctoral degree.
This differs substantially from both the Aspire population and national data. [9]
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Suggesting the previously
discussed social class differences
within the field, 25% reported
household incomes over $75K. [10]

#45

#22

Participants identified
as lesbian, gay,
bisexual, pansexual, or
asexual.

Identified as
disabled

#4

#3

Identified as
transgender

Identified as
gender nonbinary

FOR REFLECTION:
WHO DO WE MEAN BY
"THE WORKFORCE"?

35%

HOW WELCOMING IS ECE
FOR EVERYONE IN THE
WORKFORCE?

Bearing in mind issues of work-life
imbalance, 233 identified as parents.

[9] Thomason et al., 2018; [10] The median household income in NYC is approximately $63,998, U.S. Census Bureau, 2019.
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Who were they professionally?
Survey participants also represented the spectrum of job roles in the field (fig. 4.), with
teachers and support staff (i.e., non-teaching) at proportions similar to the Aspire population;
leaders, family child care professionals, and others (e.g., early interventionists) present in
higher numbers; and assistant teachers at lower numbers (Appendix Table 4). Most worked
in community-based centers (fig. 5.); however, what this actually means is complicated by
fig. 4. Job Role
Support Staff
5.8%

Other
7.1%

Program Leaders
17.8%

Family Child Care Professionals
7.4%
Assistant Teachers
27.7%

Lead Teachers
34.2%

fig. 5. Organization Type*
250

considering how programs are
funded (fig. 6.). In brief,
organization type does not map
neatly onto funding sources.
For example, while fig. 6.
shows the DOE as the majority
funder, this includes contracted
child care; Early Head Start/
Head Start; and both general
and special education
preschool for 3- and 4-yearolds, any of which could be
provided in community based
settings or DOE buildings. This
reflects NYC's efforts to
address the complex, national
issue of administrative systems
fragmentation in ECE. [11]
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Note: Only 21% of the directors who responded to this
survey reported relying upon multiple funding sources.

* This categorization simplifies what is in actuality a broader range of organizational types where ECE occurs (Appendix Table 5);
[11] Nagasawa, 2020
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What had they gone through?
As with last year, we asked about economic, social, and health stressors. While not exactly the
same, the pattern from this year's participants is very similar to last year's. [12] Fig. 7. gives a
sense of the kinds of stressors that participants experienced over the past year and reflects a
wide range from not impacted to impacted a lot, with the deeper shaded areas of the bars
showing more impact. It is important to remember that these bars represent substantial
numbers of people.
Therefore, even lower concentrations of impact should be taken seriously. For instance, while
only 39% directly experienced some degree of job loss (i.e., furloughs or lay offs), that is 227
people. Of this group:
68% identified as BIPOC;
57% had a household income of less than $50K/year; and
39% were parents to 94 children
In addition, these life stressors are not discrete. Across the whole group, 86% (n=566)
reported being affected by 5 or more of these.
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7. Affected by Stressors (%)
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Responses differed for each item, ranging between n=643 and n=656.

[12] Nagasawa & Tarrant, 2021a, 2021b; 2020
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Given the pandemic's length,
were they burning out?
“This pandemic has really put stress on us teachers ... we have so many
people to report to, but no one reports to us and ask[s] us how we are doing. I
want to just teach and be there for my students but [I’m]… worried about
following a schedule that the teachers did not have a say in or any input… we
get monitored and telling us what to do at all times... Then we have to please
the instructional coordinator and social worker. Then we have to make sure
parents and children are okay. And what are we left with? Nothing…”
Because of accounts like this one shared last year; the kinds of stressors shown on the
previous page; emerging evidence in the literature about emotional labor and burnout; and in
light of the ongoing pandemic, we thought it was important to ask about burnout in this year’s
survey. To do this we added a single item screening that demonstrated convergent validity
with the emotional exhaustion subscale of Cristina Maslach’s widely used burnout inventory.
The addition of this item was not to definitively identify burnout but to consider needs. [13]
While far more participants reported not feeling burned out in June (61%; n=380) than at risk
of burning out (39%, n=244; fig. 8.; fig. 9. shows concentrations by borough), those that fell
into the “worry about group" (the bottom three categories in fig. 8.) are important. This was 56
leaders; 90 lead teachers, 50 assistants, 37 support staff/others, and 11 family child care
professionals. Like all of us, each one of them is a part of social networks, so their well-being
also affects others. Therefore what is done to support them is critical – as is continued
support for those who said they were doing better so they continue to be well.

fig. 9. "Worry About", By Borough

fig. 8. Potential Burnout, June 2021 (#)

Not Feeling Burned Out

Some Stress, Not Burned Out

Physical & Emotional Exhaustion

Feeling Persistently Frustrated
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0

50

100

150

200

250

[13] Jeung et al., 2018; Rohland et al., 2004; Sandilos et al., 2020; Schaack et al., 2020
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How were they coping?
In another pattern similar to last year's,
participants were coping in many ways –
all recommended by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. [14] As
with last year, by far the fewest were
accessing professional help, important
given the layers of stress many were
experiencing. It is also noteworthy that
even though this list includes social
coping, the dominant model in the United
States of mental health and resilience
rests upon individual responsibility,
neglecting the role systems can play in
well-being. [15]

fig. 10. Approaches to Coping (#)
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fig. 11. Support from Colleagues
Disagree-Strongly Disagree
9.5%

Therefore this year we wanted to get an
understanding of workplace social
support, which has been associated with
early educators' job satisfaction. While this
should be a primary objective in-and-ofitself, this has also been linked to reducing
teacher turnover and other direct and
indirect effects on children. [16] A large
majority said that they felt supported by
peers and supervisors (figs. 11. & 12.).
These are protective experiences that
should not be taken-for-granted as just
a natural feature of a field led mostly by
women. A much smaller number felt
supported by the system (e.g., licensing
officials, coaches, etc., fig. 13.). Noting
this is not assignment of blame but, rather,
suggests opportunities to conceptualize
coordinated, healing-centered, and
more equitable ECE systems. [17]

Mixed
21.7%

Agree-Strongly Agree
68.8%

n=644

fig. 12. Support from Supervisors
Disagree-Strongly Disagree
16.7%

Mixed
24.2%

Agree-Strongly Agree
59.2%

n=600

fig. 13. Support from "the System"
Agree-Strongly Agree
37.7%

Disagree-Strongly Disagree
44.9%

n=600

Mixed
17.4%

[14] CDC, 2021; Nagasawa & Tarrant, 2021a, b; 2020; [15] Ibid.; Jennings, 2019; Petrone & Rogers Stanton, 2021; [16] Farewell et
al., 2021; Gilliam, 2021; Jorde-Bloom, 1988; Totenhagen et al., 2016; [17] Afifi et al., 2011; Nagasawa & Tarrant, 2021a, b; 2020
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Most expressed optimism, but
some did not.
This year we also incorporated the Cantril
Self-Anchoring Striving Scale, which asks
respondents to rate their best and worse
possible life (present and future). [18] We
also asked them to provide a rating based
upon their recollections of last spring.
Gallup has used this scale to develop a
Life Evaluation Well-Being Index that
allows the data to be categorized into:
thriving; struggling; and suffering. [19]
This index is extremely policy-relevant,
particularly given research on mental
health promotion that suggests the
importance of attending to moderate
levels of distress to ameliorate the risk
of more severe, longer-term mental
health issues. [20]

fig. 14. Suffering, Struggling & Thriving
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Suffering
Last Spring

Struggling
Right Now (June)

Thriving
In 5 Years

n=658 (past & present); n=654 (future)

As might be expected, fig. 14. shows that last year (lightest shaded bars) the majority, 77%, felt
like they were suffering (n=338) or struggling (n=167), although a considerable number were
thriving (n=153). When asked to rate their lives in June (medium shade), the distribution shifts
considerably towards thriving (n=391) but with 41% still saying they were suffering or struggling
(n=267). Participants' future orientation (darkest shade) was overwhelmingly optimistic, with
80% saying they saw themselves thriving in five years (n=525). While this is an encouraging
sign of optimism and resilience, the meaningful number who felt they were suffering or
struggling in June (n=129) must be remembered, especially given the rise in COVID-19
positivity rates later that summer and which have continued into the winter.

WHAT IS BEING DONE TO REACH OUR COLLEAGUES WHO ARE
STRUGGLING AND SUFFERING?
RELATEDLY, WHAT IS BEING DONE FOR THOSE WHO ARE THRIVING TO
KEEP THEM THRIVING?

[18] Cantril, 1965; [19] Gallup, 2009; 2021; [20] Grant, 2021; Keyes et al., 2010
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Conclusion
This report begins to address the question
of how some of NYC's early childhood
educators were faring after over a year
living with COVID-19, but - to the study's
broader purpose - these preliminary
analyses raise far more questions to be
pursued and discussed, such as:
What were the experiences of
different subgroups (e.g.,
racial/ethnic, programmatic, job and
social roles, etc.)?
What factors are associated
with/mediate different dimensions of
well-being?
What efforts are in place to support
the workforce, how do they
(variously) experience these
supports, and what differences are
these efforts making?

Image: Bank Street College of Education
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